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Introduction
This paper will give a brief historical overview of the place and function 
of literature in the classroom, particularly in English and foreign language 
classes in the United Kingdom, then attempt to present a case for introducing 
unabridged literary texts (with particular reference to poetry) in the ESL 
classroom of a Japanese university. It will conclude with a look at two 
poems which I have used with Junior students at a couple of universities 
over a period of years, with some suggestions as to how students can be 
guided to react and respond to such texts.
Overview
Until the 1970s in the United Kingdom it was generally assumed, at least 
for those students fortunate enough to be in the selective grammar school 
system, that studying the ‘classics’ in one’s native language was a requisite 
for a well-rounded education. The canon – Shakespeare, Milton, Keats, 
Thackeray et al – were held up as examples of good style, or as expres-
sions of the national spirit, or of its cultural, aesthetic, religious or political 
values. The teaching of other languages mirrored this to some extent. Clas-
sical Latin and Greek were obviously not taught for their communicative 
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capability but for their value as the cultural and linguistic foundation of 
present-day English language and society. Once a basic mastery had been 
reached, study of the classic texts of Latin and Greek became an integral 
part of their curriculum. The grammar-translation method of teaching Latin 
and Greek was followed for the teaching of modern foreign languages, 
which until the 70s remained, at least beyond a fairly rudimentary level. 
rather elitist subjects offered to a relatively select few. The reading of 
unabridged literary works in the target language, and testing of the same, 
formed a sizeable portion of the ‘A’ (‘Advanced’) Level examination in 
those languages.
The introduction of comprehensive (non-selective) secondary educa-
tion, coupled with rapid advances in the utilization of technology in the 
classroom (language laboratories and video recorders, for example), led 
to reconsideration of the pedagogical principles of teaching foreign lan-
guages. Communicativeness and practicality became the driving forces in 
curriculum development. Moving the focus away from grammar/translation 
led to a rethink of the use of literature in the foreign language classroom. 
It was argued by some that literature, having no overtly practical use in 
terms of structured EFL language training, contributed very little to the 
utilitarian objectives of language teaching, so had no place in the language 
classroom. A not uncommon opinion, cited by Henry Widdowson in his 
Explorations in Applied Linguistics (1984), was that “literature, and poetry 
in particular, has a way of exploiting resources in a language which have 
not been codifi ed as correct usage. It is therefore misleading as a model.” 
(p. 164). Although this observation was not specifi cally aimed at foreign 
language teaching, the thinking it encapsulates had a marked effect in 
that area. Less emphasis was put on the employment of literary texts at 
more advanced levels of foreign language study, and the choice of texts 
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themselves was geared much more to their effi caciousness as examples of 
natural, communicative style. Full-length works were largely replaced with 
extracts, or magazine-style articles.
In a reactionary response to this movement towards utilitarianism, a 
number of academic articles and books promoting the use of literature in the 
classroom appeared in the 1980s. Two textbooks, “The Web of Words” by 
R. Carter and M.N. Long (Cambridge University Press, 1987) and “Chapter 
and Verse” by J. McCrae and L. Pantaleoni (Oxford University Press, 1990), 
included a mixture of modern and classical texts in both prose and poetry, 
and exercises to guide students towards an understanding and appreciation 
of those texts. Although well intentioned and at times quite effective, both 
of these texts still reverted frequently to questions checking the students’ 
grasp of the vocabulary and grammar of the texts in an attempt to give 
some them comfortable, concrete tasks before embarking on a more critical 
and emotional investigation of them. Among the academic community, 
Widdowson, Brumfi t, Long and others became passionate advocates of 
the value of teaching literature in class, and methods for extending this 
into the L2 classroom were propounded. Carter and Long in ‘Teaching 
Literature’ (Longman, 1991) offered three models for teaching literature: 
the Cultural, the Language and the Personal Growth models. Using these 
three areas as a framework, I would now like to go on to examine the 
arguments in favour of introducing the study of literature into the foreign 
language classroom.
The Cultural Model
In the work previously cited, Carter and Long defi ne the value of teaching 
literature as its status as “the accumulated wisdom, the best that has been 
thought and felt within a culture” (p. 2). Valdes claims that
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“It is simply accepted that literature is a viable component of second 
language programs at the appropriate level and that one of the major func-
tions of literature is to serve as a medium to transmit the culture of the 
people who speak the language in which it is written.”
(cited in A. Plastina, Teaching Culture in Literature in the ESL/EFL Class-
room, TESL Internet Journal Vol. 6, 2000)
But if we examine literature as expressions of a culture, several problems 
arise. Firstly, how in this context do we defi ne ‘culture’? That which is 
considered to be literature, especially poetry, is in the main a product of 
the better-educated and upper classes of a society. A reader of most British 
early 19th century works would be presented with a view of a narrow slice 
of life at that time. This is of course not to say that the works of Jane 
Austen, or Keats, or Byron are of less literary merit because they focus 
on primarily the middle and upper class social strata of their age; rather 
that the ‘culture’ which they reveal is that of a small proportion of that 
society. The word ‘culture’ nowadays is a loaded expression with overtones 
for many of intellectual elitism or snobbery, although ironically the term 
‘popular culture’, which was coined as a way of representing the thinking 
and behaviour of the greater part of society and of raising awareness and 
estimation of that group’s way of life, is sometimes disparagingly thrown 
back at its supporters as an oxymoron. For a non-native speaker of English 
who wishes to understand better the society whose language he or she 
studies, expressions of popular culture such as pop music, magazines, TV 
shows and such like may in fact be of greater practical use. However, if 
we refl ect on the reciprocity of the relationship between literary works 
and the society in which they were created, the question of whether the 
culture affected the work, or the work affected the culture, may lead us 
to the conclusion that the importance of the cultural aspect of literature 
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should not be over-emphasized.
Another problematic area, particularly if we turn our attention to po-
etry, is how far, or even whether or not, culture can be attributed to an 
individual. Poetry of strong emotional content is the intensely personal 
expression of its creator. The reader is also expected to respond to the 
poem on a personal level. The reader-student’s perceptions of a text are 
also undoubtedly infl uenced by the educator’s approach: which texts are 
introduced, which aspects of them are explained or stressed, how the teacher 
interprets them, and so forth. Cultural perceptions through this triple fi lter 
of the student, the writer and the educator’s culture seem to lead to the 
conclusion that literature as a cultural model may be of greater benefi t in 
the EFL classroom as a stimulus for examining one’s own perceptions in 
relation to another culture’s than as an introduction to that culture. 
The Language Model
Arguably the most common approach to literature in the EFL classroom 
is, according to Carter and Long, the ‘language-based approach’. Exposure 
to literature can increase students’ vocabulary and understanding of linguistic 
structures and the more creative aspects of language, such as metaphor, 
symbolism, and imagery. The wide range of language teaching strategies 
commonly used in EFL such as cloze testing, matching synonyms, rephras-
ing, jumbled lines etc. can be found in texts such as the ‘Web of Words’ 
and ‘Chapter and Verse’ mentioned earlier, and used by teachers who use 
literary texts for linguistic goals. Such exercises have value, and can serve 
as a useful crutch to get the students to think about the meaning of the 
text; however, there is also a downside. By approaching the text in this 
deconstructionist way, breaking it down into a series of its parts, there often 
results a lessening of the emotional response to the overall effect, a ‘cannot 
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see the wood for the trees’, if you will, and a rather mechanistic view of 
the texts studied. It is particularly diffi cult to adapt such a deconstructionist 
technique to poems, in which the careful and precise choice of words and 
the tightly organized structure and rhythm of the poem are allied to create 
an overall effect which is broken once any compartmentalizing or linguistic 
substitutions are effected.
Let us move on to Carter and Long’s third area.
The Personal Growth Model
The EFL student is here encouraged to express personal opinions on a 
text, and relate any intellectual or emotional response to his or her own 
experiences. This technique follows the commonly held theory of read-
ing which lays emphasis on the interaction of the reader with the text. 
“Text itself has no meaning; it only provides direction for the reader to 
construct meaning from the reader’s own experience”. (Cadorath and Har-
ris, Unplanned Classroom Language and Teacher Training. ELT Journal 
52/3, 1998). In this regard poetry has certain advantages; the completeness 
and brevity of the text, and the encapsulation in those few lines of the 
powerful thought or emotion which drove the poet to commit it to paper. 
The choice of texts needs great care. A linguistically complex poem with 
obscure references or challenging metaphors is likely to be inaccessible 
to many EFL learners, and produce a ‘switching off’ which negates the 
desired effect of involving the learner on an emotional level with the text. 
A poem requiring background knowledge of the social or historical milieu 
from which it came needs a proper introduction from the teacher. Yet even 
such diffi cult poems can work if their themes are familiar and applicable 
to the students.
Let us return to this area after examining two poems which I have 
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found to be approachable yet challenging for Third Year English majors, 
and detailing the six steps I normally take the students through when 
introducing them. The fi rst is a poem published in 1957 by a British 
female poet, Stevie Smith:
   Not Waving but Drowning
Nobody heard him, the dead man,
But still he lay there moaning:
I was much farther out than you thought
And not waving but drowning.
Poor chap, he always loved larking
And now he’s dead
It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way,
They said.
Oh, no no no, it was too cold always
(Still the dead one lay moaning)
I was much too far out all my life
And not waving but drowning.







At the fi rst stage the students have been asked to read the poem before 
̶ 78 ̶
the class, principally to look up any new vocabulary. In the above case 
this prevents few diffi culties, except for the British slang ‘larking’. Next 
the poem is read out and listened to a couple of times. A feature of this 
poem is the various voices which ‘speak’: the dead man, the people who 
knew him, those at the scene, and the poet. Students can be helped to 
understand and to identify the different speakers if the poem is read out 
in different ‘voices’. Then they move on to discuss what happened to the 
dead man, and how it happened. A simple blackboard sketch of a fi gure 
in the sea waving his arms is usually helpful at this point.
At the next discussion stage, the students are divided into groups of 
three or four. The desired language for discussion is obviously English, 
but in order to encourage active participation from all students it is often 
necessary to overlook occasional forays into Japanese. At the fi nal stage 
the students have to answer questions on the poem in English, and this 
can be used as an encouragement to discuss it in English too. At stage 3 
they check their understanding of the basic situation described in the poem 
before moving on to the most challenging stage: that of moving deeper into 
the philosophical or emotional aspects of the poem. A certain amount of 
teacher guidance is unavoidable here, but the temptation to offer big hints 
must be fought off. Even wrong directions and complete misinterpretations 
can lead to lively discussion, and the groups often come round to a more 
workable interpretation by themselves.
A brief teacher summary of major points arising from the small-group 
discussions can then be followed by the teacher’s personal interpretation of 
the poem. It is important to keep emphasizing that each reader’s reaction 
is valid and appropriate, and that just because you are the teacher does not 
mean that your view is necessarily any better than another’s (although in 
the Japanese classroom this is a tough concept for students to grasp). 
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At the fi fth stage the groups try to relate the themes of the poem to their 
own lives and experiences. The above poem is often seen to be a cry for 
help from a man unable to be accepted by his society and unable to make 
solid human relationships. This theme is readily understandable to many 
students. Other groups see it as a suicide by someone trying to make a 
protest about the coldness of humanity. The recent increase in suicides, 
school refusers, hikikomori and otaku, and the rapid depersonalization of 
a society linked more and more through cyberspace, often emerge from 
discussions. Whatever conclusion the students draw, many interesting 
comments appear in the fi nal writing stage, when individuals give written 
answers to questions on the poem.
The above poem was chosen for its thematic aspects. Let us look now at 
another text which is linguistically as well as emotionally challenging: 
                 One Flesh
Lying apart now, each in a separate bed, 
He with a book, keeping the light on late, 
She like a girl dreaming of childhood, 
All men elsewhere – it is as if they wait 
Some new event: the book he holds unread, 
Her eyes fi xed on the shadows overhead. 
Tossed up like fl otsam from a former passion, 
How cool they lie. They hardly ever touch, 
Or if they do, it is like a confession 
Of having little feeling – or too much. 
Chastity faces them, a destination 
For which their whole lives were a preparation. 
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Strangely apart, yet strangely close together, 
Silence between them like a thread to hold 
And not wind in. And time itself’s a feather 
Touching them gently. Do they know they’re old, 
These two who are my father and my mother 
Whose fi re from which I came, has now grown cold? 
This poem offers multiple challenges, but can be very rewarding once 
comprehension and insights come. Inevitably, this text needs more teacher 
input to assist students to cope with the linguistic complexities. The Biblical 
reference in the title to the Christian marriage ceremony and the irony of 
the fi rst line needs explanation, and is an effective lead-in to a discussion on 
the different cultural views on the meaning and purpose of marriage. There 
is the symbolism of the sea waves as human passion, and the connected 
image of the fl otsam. Relating this to the now clichéd cut to crashing 
waves at moments of high cinematographic passion in old movies, when 
physical intimacy on screen was not permitted, can provoke some interesting 
observations. The use of the simile of the thread (with its indirect echo 
of the ‘thread of life’ cut by the three Fates in Greek mythology) and the 
metaphor of the feather are fi ne examples to develop ideas about how 
one image or idea can lead to others. The dramatic denouement, when 
 Jennings reveals clearly the subjects of her poem and the strength of feeling 
– almost anger – about her parents’ apparent loss of love for each other, 
is an excellent stimulus for students to examine how they see their own 
family situation, and to discuss how love manifests itself in various forms 
for different generations. The use of opposite chains of words related to 
hot and cold, light and dark, can lead the discussion into how moods and 
atmospheres can be created in a poem by word choice.
There are of course many groups which struggle with the linguistic 
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elements of this poem, but the family elements give them plenty to talk 
about; and several groups do indeed get a lot from their discussions.
Conclusion
To sum up, the key factors for using poetry in the EFL classroom are 
selecting texts which have an appropriate level of complexity; which will 
challenge but not intimidate; which include themes and content that resonate 
with the student reader; which encourage discussion between class members 
and can be approached through using English; which do not require too 
much teacher-centred presentation; and which provoke emotional responses 
from the student. The teacher need not be shy of choosing poems with 
historical themes. I have found that most students respond well to, say, the 
First World War poems of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon. Poems can 
introduce students to older forms of English, to show how modern English 
has changed over centuries (though the themes and preoccupations may 
not have). The poems of Keats, Byron or Shelley may initially provoke 
reactions ranging through bewilderment, boredom or resignation. It is 
inevitable that in a large group of students in a required class there will 
be several who have a negative impression of poetry, especially in a foreign 
language. But once it is realized that a poet’s preoccupations are not so far 
removed from their own, most students will come round. Metaphors, similes 
and symbols can engender lively discussions about the different cultural 
perceptions of the writer and reader; developing the ability to recognize 
and interpret nuanced layers of meaning in these is a skill transferable to 
comprehending such nuances in other, non-poetic forms of English. Rhyme, 
alliteration and assonance can give the student an insight into the elegance 
of English as an aural medium, and show how the way texts sound can 
effect the transmission of meaning and feeling. And who knows? Maybe 
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your enthusiasm as a teacher for this wonderful literary form will rub off, 
and send your students’ imaginations soaring. 
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